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Asparagus Insects in Iowa 
BY C. J. DBAEE .Al'iD H. 1d. HA.RBIS 
Asparagus, brought from Europe by the early settlers, was 
grown as a cultivated crop in the United States for more than 
two centuries before it became troubled with insect pests of 
major importance. Eventually, however, and also from across 
the sea, there were introduced into America two of its enemies 
widely known in Europe since the earliest times as asparagus 
beetles. These, together with a native fly whose larva is called 
the asparagus miner, comprise the only insects seriously affect-
ing the growing of asparagus in this country. It is true, how-
ever, that grasshoppers, plant bugs, cutworms and a few other 
insects now and then attack the asparagus plant, but these are 
usually not of sufficient importance to cause serious injury. 
In Iowa the freedom of asparagus from serious insect attack 
extended even to within the past decade, the common asparagus 
beetle being first found in the state around 1920. The other two 
species, the 12-spotted beetle and the miner, are as yet not 
numerous enough in Iowa to be important factors in asparagus 
production. The common beetle, however, is becoming numerous 
and widespread and has already made its presence severely felt 
in the large plantings in the vicinity of Waterloo, Cedar 
Rapids, l\Iarshalltown and Des Moines. 
Asparagus growers note insect injury usually only during the 
cutting season. The beetles appear in early spring and begin to 
feed as soon as the shoots break through the surface of the soil. 
They gnaw out the young buds, causing the tips to be scarred 
and to turn brown. They glue their eggs here and there on the 
plants, thus giving them an unsightly appearance. The larvae 
of the common beetle eat into the plants and add further damage 
by discoloring them with their blackish excretions. Yet, not all 
the damage is occasioned during the cutting season for later 
the beetles devour the leaves and gnaw into the stems, necessarily 
interfering with the manufacture and storage of food materials 
needed to produce a crop of cuttings the next season. The miner, 
as a larva, ttinnels up and down the stems just beneath the sur-
face near the base of the plants. It too, then, interferes with the 
storage of food and, when abundant, may even completely girdle 
the plant, causing the foliage to turn yellow and die prema-
turely. 
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THE ASPARAGUS BEETLE 
(Crioceris asparagi Linn.) 
The adult of this insect is a slender handsome beetle about %. 
of an inch in length. The color and markings are somewhat 
variable, some forms being rather pale in appearance. The 
common form in Iowa is blue black in general color with red 
pronotum and dark blue wing covers marked with lemon yellow 
and reddish borders (fig. 1). Farther south a form occurs in 
which the darker markings of the elytra arc reduced to an 
irregular median longitudinal stripe and six small marginal 
spots, whereas in more northern localities a much darker form 
is predominant. Tl1e beetles themselves are active and shy crea-
tures and when approached dodge around the stems or loosen 
their hold and tumble to a 
lower perch or even drop to 
the ground. 
The asparagus beetle passes 
the winter in the adult singe, 
hibernating under sticks, 
stones, bark, rubbish, or any 
other suitable shelter. Often 
the beetles may be found in 
great numbers hiding away 
in the hollow pith cavities of 
asparagus or other plant 
stems in the field. In the 
spring, nt about the time for 
the first cutting of the as-
paragus, they come out of 
their hibernating quarters 
and congregate on the tender 
young shoots. Here they 
feed ravenously, eating out 
Fig. I. The common aaparagm beetle. the buds and gnawing the 
sterns, thus causing the young shoots to be woody and crooked 
in growth. 
The eggs are elongate-oval in form, placed on end, and usually 
nre arranged in rather definite rows of three to eight or more 
here and there over the foliage (fig. 2, a). They are brownish in 
color and measure nearly a sixteenth of an inch in length. When 
the beetles are numerous in early spring, eggs are deposited in 
great numbers on the developing stalks which are thereby made 
slippery and unsightly and at times completely worthless for 
market or canning purposes. The eggs hatch usually in less than 
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a. 
a week's time, and the young 
larvae move out to the tips of 
the leaves to feed. The 
larvae or grubs (fig. 2, b) are 
dark to olive-gray in color 
with black head and legs. 
They feed for a period of 10 
to 15 days, gradually increas-
ing in size to about 1h of an 
inch in length. As they feed 
they excrete a blackish ''mo-
lasses-like" fluid which at 
times is present in sufficient 
quantities to discolor the cut-
tings. When fully fed the 
larvae drop from the foliage 
and enter the soil. Here, an 
inch or two below the sur-
face, they form earthen cells 
in which they transform into 
· yellowish pupae. A week to 
Fig. 2. Eggs (al and larft (b) of 12 days later these change 
common uparqua beetle. into adults which upon emer-
gence begin to .feed and 
shortly start a new generation. At the approach of cold weather 
the last generation adults seek favorable shelters for the winter. 
Weather is an important factor in determining the numbers of 
the asparagus beetles, for the insects are susceptible to sudden 
changes of temperature. Frequently sudden cold spells follow-
ing open weather kill thousands of the beetles in their hibernat-
ing quarters, such being the case at Ames in 1928. As natural 
enemies the spined soldier bug (Podisus nwculiventris Say, fig. 3) 
and several other predatory forms are of considerable impor-
tance. l\Inny of the larvae are killed as they form their pupal 
cells by a tiny internal parasite. This parasite is the grub of a 
small wasp (Tetrasticlms asparagi Crawford) whose eggs are 
laid within the eggs of the beetle. 
CONTROL 
The asparagus beetle is not a difficult pest to control. Ordi-
narily it may be held in repression by simple practices and with-
out much cost to the grower. 
Hand picking is of considerable value in home gardens and 
small patches. In bot weather brushing or beating the plants 
with a stick so that the delicate, slow-moving larvae will fall to 
the bare ground will result in the death of many of them. In 
localities where large areas 
are devoted to asparagus or 
where there are many wild 
plants, these methods are not 
adequate. 
Chickens and ducks de-
stroy asparagus beetles and 
may be used under favorable 
conditions. 
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Cultural practices general-
ly are satisfactory and effec-
tive. A common and worth-
while practice among large 
asparagus growers is to cut 
all shoots in the spring so as 
to force the beetles to deposit 
their eggs on the new growth 
which is then cut before the 
eggs have time to hatch. If 
the beetles and their eggs are 
extremely numerous, the first • 
cuttings may have to be 
wholly discarded. Thereafter 
the shoots should be cut off 
deeply, often, and regularly 
during the cutting season. In 
some cases it is of value to 
permit a few plants to grow 
up and serve as traps to lure 
the beetles. These plants, 
after the eggs on them hatch, Fla. a. ~"!'!n~~~.:: 'i:!:u~~1~ on 
should be sprayed or dusted -· · 
with a poison. No poison should be applied to the shoots being 
cut for food. 
During the spring of 1931 a serious outbreak of the common 
asparagus beetle occurred in the vicinities of l\larshalltown, 
Cedar Rapids and Waterloo. Eggs were deposited on the plants 
in such great numbers that the new shoots were unsightly and 
unfit for food and canning purposes. Efforts to remove the eggs 
by washing were unsuccessful . . As a result the growers sprayed 
the cutting fields with lend arsenate, using 3 pounds in 50 gallons 
of water to which 1 quart of white miscible oil had been added. 
After a period of 2 or 3 days all sprayed shoots were cut, 
removed from the field and destroyed. This operation so effec-
tively reduced the number of beetles that the growers suffered no 
losses during the remainder of the cutting season. 
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Spraying or .<lusting with an arsenicnl is the most effective 
means of combatiting .rt.he asparagus beetle. Arsenate of lead is 
generally u5ed becaµs£9.htlth it there is no danger of burning the 
plants. In sprayi~ u.ilC'•21to 3 pounds of the powder to 50 gal-
lons of water. ·.0nerqID1,ttlQf white miscible oil, or 2 pounds of 
dissolved resin-fish oil soap added as a sticker will increase the 
Fig. ~. A8paragm completel1 ''barked" b1 gra"9hoppera. 
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effectiveness of the spray. Some growers,Jiddhbe poison directly 
to bordeaux mixture whi11h also makeirln~actory remedy. 
The number of sprayings needed dcpcir.d!'ll~clocal conditions, 
but it usually takes two to four treatnrcn.ts ~il!tervals of about 
10 days to 2 weeks. If timed propel'l~rfiiolf€>:er, one or two 
sprayings frequently arc sufficient.J q.c:o2 Iio rlafi-
Pyrethrum soap, commercially known as Red Arrow, is some-
times used to destroy the larvae and adults on the cuttings. This 
compound is non-poisonous to human· beings. , Best results will be 
secured by adding potassium olcarc, soap ·or po~h coconut oil 
soap at the rate of 2 or 3 poqnds;to 50 galJons <?f .the spray. 
For dusting, slaked lime m~~ ·a '. ~ecy;:dcsirabfe carrier. It 
should be used at the rate of 8 ~r~lQ p~ to .1 pi¢ of the poison 
(lead arsenate or calcium arsc~tit~r.J>f;.}yejg~t;~ ·Lime itself will 
destroy very young larvae of t,liEt:beetl~( :B.est·results are secured 
by dusting in the morning .~hen •dC\vt1s on the plants. The 
poisoned" dust must be applied' at frequent intervals or whenever 
the beetles and grubs become abundant. 
Young or nc\v beds should be sprayed or dusted from the time 
the beetles appear until all danger of injury is passed. Both 
cutting beds and young plants should be protected by_ a poison 
after the cutting season. Dusting or spraying is the most satis-
factory method to protect the plants after the crop i<J harvested. 
THE TWELVE-SPOTTED ASPARAGUS BEETLE 
(Crioceri-S dtwdecimpiinctata Linn.) 
This pest was first found in America in the vicinity of Balti-
more, M:d., in 1881. Since that 
time it has spread throughout 
much of the area east of the l\Iis-
sissippi River and today occurs al-
most everywhere that the common 
beetle is found. It is as yet local-
ized in Iowa, being discovered for 
the first time this past season 
when adults were collected at 
Pleasant Valley on July 29, 1931. 
No doubt the species will increase 
in numbers within the next few 
seasons and spread over the state 
in the same manner as has the 
common beetle. 
The adult rivals its more com-
mon relative in beauty of colora-
tion, being orange red with six 
bee~: 5• The 12 .. potted asparairus black spots on each wing cover 
(fig. 5). In length the adult measures about a quarter of an 
inch. It is broader than the common species, has a more cylin-
drical thorax and when seen from a distance somewhat resembles 
a ripening asparagus berry. Unlike the common beetle it usually 
does not dodge around the stems when approached but is more 
active and readily takes to fight. When caught both species 
produce a characteristic squeaking noise. 
The main damage inflicted by the 12-spotted asparagus beetle 
results from the feeding of the overwintered adults on the tender 
cuttings in ~rly spring. It is said that the depredations of this 
species at this time are even more serious than those of its rela-
tive. The beetles congregate on the stems and their constant 
gnawing causes the shoots to be scarred, tough and woody. Later 
in the season when berries are available the insect confines its 
attack strictly to them and, of course, docs no particular harm 
then. 
The life stages of this species are similar in form to those of 
its relative but, except for the adults, arc much less noticeable. 
The eggs are yellowish to light green in color and of about the 
the same shape as those of the common species. They are attach-
ed along their sides instead of on end and are placed singly on 
the stems of the older plants (fig. 6). The larvae, immediately 
upon hatching from the eggs, crawl about in search of asparagus 
berries into which they bore their way. Later, after having de-
voured the pulp, they invade other berries. In due time, after 
two or three berries have been destroyed by each, and full growth 
has been achieved, the 
larvae fall from the 
plant, enter the soil, 
and there each con-
structs an earthen co-
coon in which to pu-
pate and later trans-
form to the adult. As 
with the common spe-
cies, breeding is con-
tinuous through th e 
summer and the adult.CJ 
of the last generation 
hibernate in protected 
places during the win-
ter. 
CONTROL fol~ e. Ena of lkpotted beetle on uparairua 
With the exception 
of those measures directed against the larvae, the control 
practices for this species are similar to those for the com-
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mon asparagus beetle. In small gardens the systematic 
gathering and destruction of the berries will suffice as the 
larvae live solely therein. If, however, an arsenical.spray or dust 
mixture is used against the adults, and such has the advantage of 
destroying both the species, the gathering of the berries will not 
be necessary. 
THE ASPARAGUS MINER 
(Agromyza simple:z: Loew) 
Injury by this pest in seedling and newly set asparagus beds 
is quite severe yet is most often unnoticed by the grower or is 
attributed to some other cause. Infested plants become yellow-
ish, the stalks turn yellow around the base prematurely, and the 
foliage becomes sbrivelcd and sickly in appearance. In badly in-
fested areas the entire beds look as though they were suffering 
from severe drouth. If a yellowed plant is pulled up, it will be 
noticed that the skin around the base cracks and peels very 
easily and the culprit, a tiny whitish maggot, or its brown flax-
seed-like puparium, will in many cases be found. 
The asparagus miner is a native pest occurring throughout the 
northeastern part of the United States as far west as Iowa. It 
also occurs in California. The adult insect is a glistening, metal-
lic black fly whose body is about a sL~h of an inch long. These 
flies begin to appear in late spring, issuing from the overwintered 
pupa cases in the old stalks. Soon after emergence the females 
mate and begin to lay their eggs which are placed within the 
stems of the plants at or near the level of the ground. The eggs 
hatch in from 12 to 17 days and the young larvae, which are 
headless and legless, begin immediately to mine up and down the 
stalk. As the larvae feed, their zigzag wanderings beneath the 
epidermis of the plant leave a well defined trail or mine. These 
mines, when the maggots are numerous, completely girdle the 
plant and thus cause it to take on a yellowish, wilted and sickly 
appearance. When about full fed the larvae turn their mines 
downward, usually going below the soil line, and ther~ pupate 
within the mine. There are two generations per year. 
CONTROL 
Pulling and burning infested stalks in late fall and early 
spring will destroy most of the overwintered puparia and usually 
will take care of infestations in home gardens. In the case of 
large plantings a nicotine sulfate spray is recommended. This 
spray should consist of four-fifths of a pint of "Blackleaf 40" 
in 50 gallons of water which contains 2 or 3 pounds of dissolved 
soap; for small quantities about 1% teaspoonfuls to 1 gallon of 
soapy water. The stalks should be thoroughly drenched as the 
11 
control measures are directed against the larvae within their 
mines. This formula has given adequate control in ·the eastern 
states. The quantity of Blackleaf 40 may be considerably re-
duced by using 2 or 3 pounds of potassium oleate soap or potash 
coconut oil soap to the 50 gallons of water. 
OTHER ASPARAGUS INSECTS 
In addition to the pests discussed above several other insects 
commonly feed on asparagus, and some at times may do serious 
' 
Flir. 7. The tambhed plant bair. 
likewise, at times attack asparagus. 
damage. Usually, how-
ever, these require no 
special control meas-
ures. 
The tarnished plant-
bug (Lygus pratensis 
oblineatus Say, fig. 7), 
is a general feeder and 
does much damage to 
crops. It is common in 
the asparagus patch, 
but usually the 4amage 
there is not sufficient 
to warrant separate 
control mea..,urcs. A 
stink-bug (Eucltistus 
tJar1'Jlarius P. B.) also 
frequently m a y b e 
found with its beak in-
serted in an asparagus 
stem or berry sucking 
the juices. Certain leaf-
hoppers and aphids, 
Cutworms of several species often do considerable damage to 
asparagus. The yellow-striped armyworm (Prodenia ornitliogalli 
Guenee, 'fig. 8) is one of the species that is most commonly seen 
as it climbs the plant during its feeding activities. Others feed at 
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or below the ground level. In small beds hand collecting will 
suJiice to control these pests, whereas in :fields the use of poison 
bran mash as recommended for grasshoppers will be necessary. 
For cutworms, however, the mash should be applied about or 
soon after sundown. 
The 12-spotted cucumber beetle (Diabrofica duodecimpunctata 
'Oliv.), the yellow-bear (Diacrisia virginica Fabr.), and the cab-
bage looper (ilutograplia brassicae Riley) are more or less omni-
vorous pests and at times occur in numbers in asparagus fields. 
Grasshoppers sometimes become sufficiently abundant to dam-
age asparagus. This is especially true when asparagus fields ad-
join alfalfa, clover, small grain, timothy, pasture fields, or other 
favorable feeding and breeding areas. "Injury is caused by the 
hoppers eating the epiderrn~ of the stems and larger branches. 
During severe outbreaks the plants may be girdled and almost 
completely "barked" (fig. 4) and thus destroyed within a very 
short period. The species responsible for asparagus damage in 
Iowa in 1931 were the differential locust (Melanoplus differen-
tialis Uhler), the red-legged locust (M. femur-rubrum DeGeer), 
the two-lined locust (M. bivijtatus Say) and the roadside grass-
hopper or Carolina locust (Dissosteira carolina Linn.). Poison 
bran mash, either home-mixed or commercially prepared, is the 
most satisfactory control. This bait should be applied just before 
the hoppers start to feed in the rooming. It is used in the form 
of a mash at the rate of 20 pounds to the acre (10 pounds of dry) 
and may be scattered from a bucket carried on the arm or from a 
box or tub in the rear end of a wagon, truck, or other vehicle 
being driven across the field. For details regarding the prepara-
tion and use of poison bran mash see circulars on the control of 
grasshoppers and cutworms. 
